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Travelling alone or travelling far? Meso-level value co-creation by social marketing and 
for-profit organisations 
French, J., Russell-Bennett, R. and Mulcahy, R. Journal of Social Marketing 
 
Abstract 
Purpose – This paper explores the potential contributions of the for-profit sector in 
integrating resources with social marketing organisations for value co-creation at the meso 
level (midstream) of the social marketing eco-system. The paper addresses calls for further 
theorisation and understanding of value co-creation beyond the micro-level (downstream). 
Design/methodology/approach – The paper draws from social marketing, value co-creation 
and eco-systems literature to present a conceptual model for meso-level value co-creation 
between social marketing and for-profit organisations.  
Findings – The paper proposes four dimensions of resources which can be integrated: 
cognitive, labour, economic and network. Additionally, it is proposed that, from these 
integrated resources, three co-creation outcomes can be achieved – co-learning, co-design 
and co-production – which lead to improved value propositions. 
Practical implications – This paper offers a framework for strategic planning and evaluation 
regarding partnerships and collaborations with for-profit organisations, which potentially lead 
to greater value propositions being offered. 
Originality/value – This paper furthers the theoretical discussions and understanding of 
value co-creation in social marketing at the meso level. The paper identifies a new actor – 
for-profits – as a potential collaborator for value co-creation with social marketing 
organisations and contributes new understanding about value co-creation at the meso level 
between social marketing and for-profit organisations. Further, the paper describes and 
reviews the potential contributions of for-profits to social marketing efforts. 
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Introduction 
There is an old saying that if you want to travel fast, travel alone, if you want to travel far, 
travel together. The world faces many complex social, health and economic problems to 
which there are few easy technological or social policy fixes (World Bank, 2016; United 
Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2016). The analysis of these complex problems, 
which all seek in one way or another to influence human behaviour and interaction, is the 
focus of social marketing theory and practice (French and Gordon, 2015). It is known in 
social marketing that the scale and pervasive nature of many of these challenges require a 
coordinated, sustained and multi-sector response if progress is to be made and sustained 
(Hoek and Jones, 2011). This paper argues that one approach for social marketing to travel 
far is to collaborate with for-profit organisations and engage in co-creation at the meso level 
(midstream) to ensure sustained and improved co-created value propositions. 
Social marketers are working in increasingly complex service systems, with 
interactions between multiple actors at different levels (Brychkov and Domegan, 2017; May 
and Previte, 2016; Wood, 2016). The complex service systems social marketers work within 
and their related value networks can be viewed as eco-systems, which are defined as self-
contained environments whereby multiple resources and integrating actors interact and are 
connected by the mutual goal of value co-creation and exchange (Vargo and Akaka, 2012; 
Beirão et al., 2017). A central tenet within the eco-systems approach is value co-creation, and 
this concept is the main theoretical focus of this paper.  
Value co-creation is a key theoretical concept which is shaping social marketing 
scholars’ and practioners’ perspectives on markets and marketing (Domegan et al., 2013; 
Luca et al., 2016; Russell-Bennett et al., 2009). In particular, social marketing (Zainuddin et 
al., 2011; Zainuddin et al., 2013) and related disciplines, such as transformative services 
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(Cheung and McColl-Kennedy, 2015) and healthcare (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012; 
Sweeney et al., 2015), view consumers as being potential resource integration actors or co-
creators of value, aligning with the service-dominant logic (SDL) perspective (Luca et al., 
2016b). Currently, the concentration of empirical research of value co-creation in social 
marketing focuses on the micro level (downstream) of service eco-systems (for examples see 
Zainuddin, 2013; Butler et al., 2016; Mulcahy et al., 2015); that is, current social marketing 
research has emphasised the relationships between organisations and consumers. Theoretical 
discussions on value co-creation, however, recognise that value co-creation can take place at 
higher levels of eco-systems, such as the meso (midstream) and macro (upstream) levels 
(Domegan et al., 2013; Kennedy and Parsons, 2012; Luca et al., 2016a; Zainuddin et al., 
2017). There are growing calls for social marketing to focus on the meso level (or midstream 
level as it is also referred to in the literature), as it has been identified as the least discussed or 
applied level of the eco-system within social marketing (Russell-Bennett et al., 2013; Wood, 
2016; Luca et al., 2016a). Therefore, there is a current need in the social marketing literature 
for greater discussions, theorisation and understanding of value co-creation at the meso level 
of the social marketing eco-system, and this is the focus of this paper. 
Despite social marketing recognising that there are many actors in their eco-systems, 
including at the meso level, one actor appears to be neglected in theoretical discussions: for-
profit organisations. This paper proposes that value co-creation and resource integration 
activities can and should be fostered between social marketing and for-profit organisations. 
This is a challenging proposition for many social marketers, as interactions with for-profit 
organisations are often negatively viewed and associated with competition and harmful 
intentions (Weinberg and Ritchie, 1999; Ritchie and Weinberg, 2000). Many for-profit 
organisations provide competing value propositions for consumers which detract from their 
health and wellbeing (Schuster, 2015). Common examples include fast-food outlets, 
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confectionary and soft drink manufacturers. The focus of this paper, however, is not on for-
profit organisations which present consumption behaviours which conflict with a behaviour 
encouraged by social marketing. Instead, this paper focuses on for-profit organisations that 
have interests or resources which may assist social marketing organisations co-create value 
and improve value propositions.  
We identify two research questions in this article that we conceptually address: RQ1, 
What resources might social marketing organisations and for-profits integrate at the meso 
level of the social marketing eco-system?; and RQ2, What co-creation outcomes may result 
from resource integration between social marketing and for-profit organisations? In order to 
address these questions a conceptual framework is developed, which presents propositions 
depicting resources which can be integrated by social and for-profit organisations, and 
potential co-creation outcomes which may result. This model views resource integration 
between social marketing and for-profit actors as being core to both economic and social 
value co-creation at a meso level. The main objectives of the paper are therefore to: (1) 
theorise what resources can be integrated between social marketing and for-profit 
organisations, and (2) conceptualise what co-creation outcomes may result from resource 
integration between social and for-profit organisations. 
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First, we set the theoretical base 
of the study by introducing value co-creation and service eco-systems. The second section 
reviews current perspectives towards commercial and for-profit organisations. The third 
section presents a conceptual model depicting resource integration between social marketing 
and for-profit organisations at the meso level. Finally, the implications and theoretical 
contributions of the paper are outlined. 
   
Value co-creation, social marketing and SDL 
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Value has been an integral part of marketing and social marketing (Desai, 2009; Russell-
Bennett et al., 2009) and, as such, has been used in contemporary definitions of these 
disciplines (see Dann, 2010). Scholarly interest in value and how it is created has also grown 
with the emergent concept of SDL (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), which proposes value not as a 
deliverable outcome, but rather one which is co-created (Zainuddin et al., 2016). Value co-
creation from an SDL perspective views organisations and consumers as active actors that 
can integrate resources (Frow et al., 2016; Vargo et al., 2008). This aligns with McColl-
Kennedy and colleagues’ (2012) definition of value co-creation, which puts forward the 
concept as being “the benefit realized from integration of resources through activities and 
interactions with collaborators”. 
Social marketers have recently embraced SDL and its key concepts of eco-systems (or 
networks), resources and interactions (Desai, 2009; Luca et al., 2016a), and begun theorising 
and investigating how it can be used to improve the development of manageable and 
maintainable social change (Luca et al., 2016b; Russell-Bennett et al., 2009). SDL also 
provides a theoretical foundation for studying service eco-systems and the value co-created 
within them (Beirão et al., 2017). However, despite social marketing embracing SDL, the 
current literature and empirical research focuses on the dyadic relationship between 
organisations and consumers at the micro-level of the eco-system (Luca et al., 2016a; 
Zainuddin et al., 2017). Therefore, as pointed out by Luca and colleagues (2016b), in order to 
truly embrace SDL and move social marketing “upstream”, investigating value co-creation at 
alternative levels of the eco-system is required (Gordon, 2013; Luca et al., 2016b). Therefore, 
this paper aims to contribute to social marketing knowledge by providing further theorisation 
of value co-creation at a higher level of the eco-system and beyond the organisation and 
consumer relationship. 
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The social marketing eco-system 
The current discussion in the social marketing community about the inclusion of for-profit 
organisations is situated within the social marketing systems field. The importance of the 
need for a systems approach was a dominant theme at the 2014 World Social Marketing 
Conference, with many presentations indicating that it was time for the social marketing 
community to take a broader perspective (Domegan et al., 2016; Gordon, 2016; Russell-
Bennett et al., 2013). In the services and value literature there are alternative terms that 
reflect systems thinking; however, they are more explicit about the use of value. Terms such 
as “network”, “service system”, “systems science” and “eco-system” are used 
interchangeably (Grönroos and Voima, 2013). For example, Frow and colleagues (2014) 
point out that Vargo and Lusch (2011) use the term “service ecosystem”, whereas Maglio and 
Spohrer (2008) use “service systems”, and often these terms and perspectives are 
conceptually intertwined.  
For the purpose of this paper, we adopt Vargo and Lusch's (2011) term of “eco-
systems”, as this term is argued to be more aligned with SDL (Frow et al., 2016). Taking a 
value co-creation and service eco-system view is an important theoretical perspective, as it is 
acknowledged that in social marketing (Luca et al., 2016a; Domegan et al., 2013; Russell-
Bennett et al., 2013) and related disciplines, such as healthcare (Frow et al., 2014; Verleye et 
al., 2017) that multiple collaborative activities between various diverse actors are needed for 
beneficial social and health outcomes. Service eco-systems or social marketing eco-systems, 
as we term them for the remainder of the paper, are additionally important as they seek to 
understand how to improve service system wellbeing (Vargo et al., 2008; Beirão et al., 
2017). 
The eco-system perspective views value co-creation as going beyond the firm and 
customer dyad (Beirão et al., 2017), and instead emphasises the contribution all participants 
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in the marketplace, including companies, employees and partners that can collectively work 
together to create and consume value (Vargo et al., 2008). The literature supports the 
conclusion that service eco-systems (Storbacka et al., 2016; Beirão et al., 2017) or social 
marketing eco-systems (Fry et al., 2017, Brennan et al., 2016) have three levels where actors 
can interact, engage in resource integration and co-create value (see Figure 1).  
Figure 1. Social marketing eco-system 
 
 
 
Social marketers are familiar with the three broad levels within the eco-system 
framework; however, the language and terminology differs (see Table 1). The first level, 
micro, focuses on interactions between individuals (consumers) and frames exchanges as 
occurring between individuals (Chandler and Vargo, 2011). In the social marketing literature 
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the micro level is often termed “downstream” (Russell-Bennett et al., 2013; Zainuddin et al., 
2017), and shares many conceptual similarities with the interactions and focuses of the micro 
level. The second level of the eco-system is the meso level, which includes organisation 
actors, such as for-profit organisations, non-profits, social marketing organisations and 
community groups, that can connect directly or indirectly to serve one another and co-create 
value (Beirão et al., 2017). In the social marketing literature the meso level is often termed 
“midstream” (Luca et al., 2016a). The final level of the eco-system is macro, which includes 
actors such as policy makers, governments and the market (Beirão et al., 2017). This level of 
the eco-system is often referred to as “upstream” in the social marketing literature, and again 
bares similarities in its conceptual focus (Hoek and Jones, 2011; Gordon, 2013).  
 
Table 1. Three layers of social marketing eco-system   
 
Eco-system/service 
system 
Levels Sources 
Social marketing 
systems 
Downstream Midstream Upstream Domegan et al. 
(2013); Hoek and 
Jones (2011); 
Russell-Bennett 
et al. (2013); 
Wood (2016); 
Luca et al. 
(2016a, 2016b)
Service eco-systems Micro Meso Macro Beirão et al., 
2017; Frow et al. 
(2016) 
Zainuddin et al. 
(2017) 
Focal actors Individuals/Consumers Organisations/Firms 
(including non-profit, 
social and commercial 
and community groups)
Policy 
makers, 
government, 
the market 
 
 
 
This shift in thinking to value being co-created at different levels of an eco-system has 
been well known in the commercial marketing literature, with scholars now beginning to 
recognise its compatibility to social marketing. As Domegan and colleagues (2013) correctly 
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point out, there are many significant conceptual and practical obstacles to value co-creation in 
social marketing. In particular, one key obstacle appears to be grasping an understanding of 
interactions and value co-creation at different levels of the service eco-system, which can 
lead to behaviour change. For example, Hoek and Jones (2011) have argued that there is a 
need for both upstream (macro) and downstream (micro) action on many social issues. 
Russell-Bennett and colleagues (2013) have also argued for midstream (meso-level) social 
marketing focused on helping people cope with, and make the best of, difficult personal and 
environmental circumstances. Indeed, investigating approaches to social marketing and value 
creation beyond the micro level is well supported (Brennan and Binney, 2008; Dibb, 2014; 
Domegan et al., 2013). Furthermore, these problems are not just evident in social marketing, 
but also other disciplines, such as services marketing, with multiple calls for future research 
in understanding interactions and outcomes in service eco-systems at various levels (; Beirã 
et al., 2017; Chandler and Vargo, 2011). However, whilst social marketing and services 
marketing scholars acknowledge value can be created at multiple levels of the eco-system 
further theorisation is needed to understand the specific interactions and outcomes at 
particular levels of the eco-system (; Beirã et al., 2017) and, in particular for social 
marketing, at the meso level (French and Russell-Bennett, 2015; Russell-Bennett et al., 2013; 
Wood, 2016).   
 
Meso-level value co-creation 
Luca and colleagues (2016a) provide an important contribution for understanding value co-
creation at the meso level of the social marketing eco-system. Their qualitative study shows 
how organisational-level interactions can assist in organisational co-ordination by connecting 
actors and providing resources to facilitate value co-creation. In particular, they focus on 
value creation at the meso level, whereby one focal organisation is central to value co-
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creation. They also put forward that further understanding of the value co-creation processes 
in other social marketing contexts is needed, whereby stakeholders’ (actors’) agendas and the 
dynamics of the networks pose challenges to creating mutual value propositions. May and 
Previte (2016) also make an important contribution to social marketers’ understanding of the 
meso level and put forward important future research agendas. They state that in order for 
social marketing to become increasingly effective new tools are needed to leverage meso-
level actors as a part of the social change solution. Additionally, they make the case for 
creating collaborative eco-systems which foster social change. Wood (2016) also presents an 
important extension in meso/midstream social marketing theoretical development. He 
presents a conceptual model which guides meso-level strategies to include the healthcare and 
welfare service environment. However, as he points out, this is an easy fit with current social 
marketing and healthcare discussions (see McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012;  Zainuddin et al., 
2016), as they often have overlapping goals. This paper, however, proposes an arguably more 
challenging partnership – the partnership between social marketing and for-profit 
organisations. In doing so, we build on current theorisations and research in social marketing 
by proposing meso-level value co-creation between two actors that are arguably viewed as 
juxtaposed and oppositional in much of the current social marketing literature.  
Addressing this gap in social marketing literature is important, as imbalances of 
understanding in the service eco-system can be problematic. Verleye and colleagues (2017) 
in particular point out that the competing institutional logics and understandings in a public 
health service eco-system tend to lead to eco-system dysfunction. Therefore, by not 
addressing this gap in the social marketing eco-system, dysfunction may evolve or continue, 
leading to little or no value co-creation or resource integration between social marketing and 
for-profit organisations (Beirã et al., 2017). Thus, this paper seeks to challenge institutional 
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and social norms that often lead to social marketing organisations avoiding collaboration and 
subsequently co-creating value with for-profit organisations. 
 
Criticisms, conflicts and compliments for for-profits 
If social marketers aim to create value at the meso level they need to engage with for-profit 
organisations. The question is how are they to achieve this given the criticism of such an 
approach within the social marketing community?  
 
Criticisms and conflicts against for-profits 
There are both ethical and epistemological objections to for-profit sectors engaging with and 
applying social marketing. There are legitimate and often-cited examples of for-profit 
companies funding, part-funding or leading social intervention programmes that are as much 
about developing or sustaining a positive image of the company as they are about tackling the 
social issues in question. For example, between 2011 and 2015 in the United States (US) 
alone 96 federal agencies, charities and foundations that focused on health promotion 
accepted funding from Coca Cola and/or PepsiCo (Aaron and Siegel, 2016). There are also 
many examples of for-profit agencies supporting or leading social interventions that are, in 
part at least, designed to deflect attention away from harmful aspects of the company’s profit-
driven operations; for example, companies that engage in environmental awareness-raising 
programmes, whilst at the same time undertake activities that can have negative impacts on 
environments or biodiversity (Anderson, 2014). 
In the social marketing literature, for-profit organisations are also often critiqued and 
criticised for creating goods and services which lead to diminished societal and individual 
health and wellbeing. For example, Hastings and Angus (2011) warn social marketers about 
co-operating with industries such as alcohol and tobacco. They posit that these industries 
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have incompatible goals with social marketing and that any involvement would ultimately 
subvert the aims of any social marketing.  
There is also conflict within social marketing regarding the term “corporate social 
marketing”, as advocated by Kotler and Lee (2005), as the term might add to the existing 
confusion about what social marketing is, as well as being unnecessary given the plethora of 
terms already mentioned to describe actions by for-profit organisations that have a social 
motive. The view taken in this paper is that social marketing cannot be initiated, led or 
implemented by organisations where the primary aim is to make profit; this custodial role 
must remain in the hands of non-profits and public organisations where the primary aim is 
solely societal good.  However, social marketing that aims to have a systems-wide impact 
cannot be implemented without partnerships with the for-profit sector. Therefore, social 
marketers must engage in resource integration and value co-creation with for-profit 
organisations. Logically, the role of for-profit organisations in social marketing should be that 
of stakeholder, supporter or partner. 
 
Compliments for for-profits 
It appears that social marketing and social marketers experience tension when working with 
or alongside other stakeholders, including for-profit organisations (Mitchell et al., 2016; 
Buyucek et al., 2016). As social marketing progresses as a discipline, scholars acknowledge 
the need to involve other stakeholders, including for-profit organisations, to compliment and 
assist in creating social change (Wymer and Samu, 2002). For example, Peattie and Peattie 
(2009) acknowledge partnership opportunities for tackling social issues, such as consumption 
reduction, exist with public bodies including companies. This notion is supported by Buyucek 
and colleagues’ (2016) systematic review of social marketing interventions, which found that 
limited stakeholder involvement in social marketing interventions limits their potential. 
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Biroscak and colleagues (2014) argue a similar point, putting forward the need to nurture and 
create coalitions between stakeholders as a way to improve behaviour change. They also state 
social marketing requires a change of strategic orientation to experience such benefits. Porter 
and Kramer (2011) also argues for the application of the business strategy of “shared value”, 
where social and economic resources are used together to tackle social issues. Other scholars 
such as Wymer and Samu (2002) also argue similar points, and state that non-profits and 
social marketers can and should build business relationships through: corporate philanthropy 
(business supports non-profit organisation through funds), corporate foundations (entities 
created by a company to management philanthropy objectives), sponsorships (business pays a 
non-profit for using the non-profit’s image), joint issue promotions (business and non-profit 
work together to support a cause), and joint ventures (business and non-profit create an entity 
to achieve mutually desirable objectives). Therefore, whilst businesses can at times be 
labelled “the devil” (Hastings, 2007), it appears businesses also exist in the marketplace that 
have the “best tunes” (resources) to assist social marketing organisations and their efforts. 
 
A co-creation framework for social marketing and for-profits at the meso level 
As social marketers are focused on value co-creation (Domegan et al., 2013; Russell-Bennett 
et al., 2009; Zainuddin et al., 2017), it is important to understand what resources can be 
integrated to achieve this aim. Value co-creation is underpinned by resource integration 
between actors (McColl-Kenneddy et al., 2012; Vargo and Akaka, 2012) and is therefore 
multidirectional in nature.  To illustrate the reciprocal nature of such relationships, linking 
arrows are included in our conceptual model to demonstrate the resources exchanged between  
social and for-profit organisations. The proposed value co-creation model outlines four 
resources which can be integrated by social marketing and for-profit organisations. We 
suggest that social and for-profit organisations can share these resources, leading to three co-
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creation outcomes – co-learning, co-design and co-production  (see Figure 2) – which can in 
turn lead to innovations and improved value propositions for consumers and citizens. The 
model will now be discussed in detail, along with propositions for future empirical research.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Social and for-profit organisation co-creation at the meso level 
 
 
 
Resource integration dimensions 
We propose that there are four dimensions of resources which can be integrated by social 
marketing and for-profit organisations at the meso level of the eco-system: cognitive, 
economic, labour and network. The first resource dimension is cognitive, which relates to the 
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knowledge and information which organisations can share. .In the value literature it is well 
acknowledged that cognitive-based dimensions of value can be created at the micro level. 
Consumptions–value theory proposes epistemic value, whereby novelty and new information 
is created and experienced by consumers (Sheth et al., 1991). Furthermore, studies have 
shown customers’ ability to co-create knowledge (Mahr et al., 2014) and engage in cognitive 
value creation (Van Oerle et al., 2016; Zainuddin et al., 2016). Cognitive-based resource 
integration is also acknowledged in the broader value co-creation literature. Knowledge 
sharing is noted by Ballantyne and colleagues (2011), and Paswan and colleagues’ (2014) 
study finds value co-creation can occur through knowledge exchange. This is also consistent 
with current theoretical discussions of value co-creation by Frow and colleagues (2016), who 
put forward value co-creation as actors sharing knowledge through interactions. We therefore 
extend upon prior research and theoretical discussions in social marketing and the broader 
value co-creation literature to propose social and for-profit organisations can integrate 
cognitive resources at the meso level of the social marketing eco-system. For instance, a 
social or for-profit organisation may have expert knowledge relating to the construction or 
application of technology, consumer insights and/or regulations or industry trends, which can 
be integrated with another actor (organisation). Therefore, based upon the prior discussion, 
we propose the following research proposition based upon our conceptual model: 
P1.  Social marketing and for-profit organisations can engage in cognitive resource 
integration at the meso level of the social marketing eco-system. 
 
The second resource dimension proposed is labour. We define this resource 
dimension as the physical participation or collaboration of employees from both social 
marketing and commercial organisations. In the social marketing value literature consumers 
are known to be able to provide behavioural contributions, which can be viewed as 
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contributions of labour, to assist value co-creation with organisations (Zainuddin et al., 
2016). Studies in healthcare services (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2017; Sweeney et al., 2015) 
and commercial services (Melton and Hartline, 2015) also find similar results. For instance, 
Melton and Hartline’s (2015) study found multiple employee teams can collaborate together 
along with consumers to positively influence service innovations. This is also theoretically 
supported by Vargo and colleagues (2008), who view employees as potential actors who can 
engage in resource integration activities. We extend upon the aforementioned theorisations 
and empirical studies to propose employees can be seconded to social or for-profit 
organisations to assist in the development and delivery of social marketing interventions, 
products and services. For example, social or commercial organisations may engage in 
reciprocal secondment, whereby staff members are transferred or temporarily work in another 
organisation. The processes of secondment and sharing employees temporarily is shown to be 
beneficial as it can build the capacity and skillset of workers and organisations (Ntata, 2007; 
Black and Martyn, 1999). We therefore propose the following: 
P2. Social marketing and for-profit organisations can engage in labour resource 
integration at the meso level of the social marketing eco-system. 
 
The third resource dimension proposed is network. Network resources can be 
characterised as connections and relationships social or commercial organisations may have 
with other organisations to assist in co-creation. In the value literature, social relationships 
and connections are acknowledged as a benefit sought by consumers at the meso level 
(Sweeney and Soutar, 2001; Sánchez-Fernández and Iniesta-Bonillo, 2007). As eco-systems 
are conceptualised as having multiple actors that search, select and negotiate value 
propositions (Frow et al., 2014), it is likely that network resources will be integrated between 
social and commercial organisations. Further, research shows that the creation and 
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maintenance of multiple stakeholder relationships are required to foster value co-creation and 
resource integration in a service eco-system (Pera et al. 2016),  this is also required for 
successful social marketing interventions (Buyucek et al., 2016). We therefore propose that 
social marketing and for-profit organisations can share a social-orientated resource via the 
networks and business relationships they have built with other entities, such as not-for-
profits, social enterprises and other organisations, at the meso level of the social marketing 
eco-system. Therefore, we propose in our conceptual model:  
P3. Social marketing and for-profit organisations can engage in network resource 
integration at the meso level of the social marketing eco-system.  
 
The fourth resource dimension which can be integrated at the meso level between 
social marketing and for-profit organisations is economic. It is well established in the value 
literature that economic resources are a key benefit sought by organisations and consumers 
(Sánchez-Fernández and Iniesta-Bonillo, 2007) and, as such, multiple frameworks in the 
literature include an economic dimension. For example, Russell-Bennett and colleagues 
(2009) propose economic value for social change management. Holbrook (1994) similarly 
proposes economic value, and Sweeney and Soutar (2001) propose price value. We define 
economic resources as the financial or monetary inputs which can be given from one 
organisation to another for the purposes of co-production (Plé, 2016). Further, we propose 
that economic resources will be a resource dimension provided by commercial organisations 
to social marketing organisations at the meso level. This proposition is supported by the 
social marketing literature, which acknowledges many social marketing organisations and 
their interventions are often underfunded and/or have limited budgets due to short funding 
cycles (Grier and Bryant, 2005). Further, value co-creation and co-production are seen as 
being sets of activities carried out by economic and social actors (Ranjan and Read, 2016), 
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and financial resources are seen as being key resources that can be integrated and shared (Plé, 
2016). Research also suggests that the strengthening of bonds through economic resources 
can allow both organisations to evolve together (Biggemann et al., 2014). In particular, 
Lombardo and Cabiddu’s (2016) study unveils how collaborative and value co-creation 
practices promote access to and the sharing of capital, including in terms of economic and 
financial resources. Therefore, in the instance of a social marketing eco-system it is likely 
commercial organisations will integrate and provide economic resources to social marketing 
organisations: 
P4.  For-profit organisations can integrate economic resources with social marketing 
organisations at the meso level of the social marketing eco-system. 
 
Co-creation outcomes 
The conceptual model presented in Figure 1 extends current theorisation in social marketing 
value co-creation at the meso level by presenting resources that can be integrated by social 
marketing and for-profit organisations. Given resource integration amongst actors is key to 
value co-creation (Beirã et al., 2017; Chueng and McColl-Kennedy, 2015;) and is also 
grounded in definitions of the concept (see McColl-Kennedy et al., 2012), we also propose 
that the resource dimensions proposed in our model will influence the three co-creation 
outcomes. 
  
Co-design  
Co-design is a new concept to social marketing, introduced by Dietrich and colleagues 
(2016). The co-design process is known to involve multiple stakeholders, including 
organisations, consumers and researchers, who take part in co-designing social marketing 
interventions (Dietrich et al., 2016) and services (Payne et al., 2008; Dietrich et al., 2017). 
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The majority of this research has focused on co-design at the micro level, whereby 
organisations engage consumers in the participatory design of social marketing interventions 
(Dietrich et al., 2016) or services for vulnerable consumers (Dietrich et al., 2017). We 
propose that co-design can also be extended to the meso level of the social marketing eco-
system, whereby social and commercial organisations work collaboratively in the design of 
social marketing goods and services. Further, we suggest co-design is a resource integration 
activity which will take place at the pre-consumption stage or formative stage of a social 
marketing intervention (Dietrich et al., 2016): 
P5.   Social marketing and for-profit organisations can engage in the co-design of social 
marketing interventions, products and services. 
 
Co-production  
In the literature, co-production is a supported activity at the micro level, whereby consumers 
can work co-operatively with staff, organisations or designers (Dietrich et al., 2016; 
Zainuddin et al., 2013). Co-production is an important element of co-creation as it improves 
the inputs and outputs in service and production delivery, which can also lead to innovation 
(Chen et al., 2011). As Grönroos (2011) points out, value takes place in the customer’s 
sphere, or at the micro level, whereas production occurs in the supplier sphere. Therefore, in 
our proposed conceptual model we extend co-production to the meso level of the social 
marketing eco-system and suggest this activity can occur at the pre-consumption and 
consumption stage, based upon whether a service or product is being produced. For example, 
if a social marketing organisation and commercial organisation were to co-produce a good, 
this is likely to occur at the pre-consumption stage. This is because, in order for consumers to 
receive the value in the consumption stage, the good must be produced prior to consumption. 
Whereas, if a social marketing organisation and commercial marketing organisation were to 
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co-produce a service, this is likely to take place at both the pre-consumption and consumption 
stage. This is because the production and consumption of services happen simultaneously 
(Grönroos, 2001). Therefore, in the case of the co-production of a service, we propose this  
can be experienced in the pre-consumption and consumption stage: 
P6.  Social marketing and for-profit organisations can engage in the co-production of 
social marketing interventions, products and services. 
 
Co-learning  
We define co-learning as the process whereby both social and commercial organisations gain 
new knowledge throughout the process of integrating resources, and developing and 
delivering an intervention. Luca and colleagues (2016b) point out that further understanding 
of co-learning is needed in social marketing, particularly focusing on how “network actors 
integrate knowledge to co-develop customised solutions” (p. 208). In the value co-creation 
literature Chen and colleagues (2011) also point out similar dimensions to co-learning in their 
study of co-production and service innovation. They found that employees’ ability to learn, 
share new knowledge and seek out new ways to solve problems can be key to co-creation. 
Furthermore, they put forward partner expertise as another important antecedent of co-
creation, which also incorporates knowledge from the professional domain. Lai and 
colleagues’ (2009) study also finds relationship learning, which includes information sharing 
and joint sense-making, to be positively related to relationship performance. We therefore 
propose that throughout the process of integrating resources, as well as developing and 
delivering an intervention, social and commercial organisations can co-learn, which will 
benefit in gaining greater understanding of how to improve and customise social 
interventions (Luca et al., 2016b): 
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P7.  Social marketing and for-profit organisations can engage in co-learning throughout 
the design, development and production of social marketing interventions, goods and 
services. 
 
Co-creation and improved value propositions 
The final component of our conceptual model suggests greater value propositions will be 
created for consumers as a result of resource integration and co-creation at the meso level. 
This notion is logical as there are noted links between value co-creation and value positions 
in the literature (Payne and Frow, 2014), as well as innovation (Skålén et al., 2015). In 
particular, Vargo and Lusch (2004) and Payne and Frow (2014) emphasise that co-creation is 
an integral part of creating a value offering and proposition. Therefore, consistent with this 
thinking, our conceptual model suggests: 
P8.  Co-creation between social marketing and for-profit organisations at the meso level 
will lead to improved value propositions for consumers at the micro level of the eco-
system. 
 
Implications 
In growing responses to calls for greater theorisation and understanding of value co-creation 
at the meso level of the social marketing ecosystem (Domegan et al., 2013; Kennedy and 
Parsons, 2012; Luca et al., 2016a, 2016b; Zainuddin et al., 2017), this paper proposes a 
framework for resource integration and co-creation activities between social marketing and 
for-profit organisations, a notion yet to be fully explored or proposed in current value 
creation literature in social marketing.  
The framework presented in this paper represents a shift in social marketing thought 
of for-profit organisations, and provides a theoretical foundation for both scholarly research 
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and social marketing practice surrounding resources that can be integrated, and co-creation 
outcomes which may result. In doing so, we argue that one way for social marketing to 
“travel far” in tackling social and health issues is finding a travel partner in for-profit 
organisations. 
 In achieving its aims, the paper integrates the fragmented literature on value co-
creation and systems thinking in social marketing. In particular, the authors have pinpointed 
that terms such as “eco-systems”, “networks” and “service systems” are used interchangeably 
in the literature to distinguish different levels of interactions between focal actors. In this 
paper, we specifically take an eco-systems approach, which is consistent with previous value 
co-creation research (Zainuddin et al., 2017), and aligns closely with SDL (Frow et al., 
2016). By using an eco-system approach and identifying its similarities with current social 
marketing service systems thinking we improve social marketers’ conceptual understanding 
of these complementary bodies of literature.  
This paper also seeks to broaden social marketers’ thinking on contributions from 
stakeholders, in particular for-profit organisations. This paper takes an alternative view of 
for-profit stakeholders, which goes against the often-predominate negative perspective of 
such organisations within much of the current social marketing literature (Hastings, 2007; 
Hastings and Angus, 2011). In line with Buyuckek and colleagues (2016) and Wymer and 
Suma (2002) we propose that for-profits are stakeholders that social marketing organisations 
can collaborate with to co-create social marketing interventions. The conceptual model in this 
paper also advances social marketers’ understanding of the different resources and co-
creation activities which can take place at the meso level. We have proposed four dimensions 
of resources which can be integrated by social and commercial organisations – cognitive, 
economic, labour and network – by drawing from previously existing value frameworks and 
studies in the literature (for example, Sheth et al., 1991; Russell-Bennett et al., 2009; 
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Zainuddin et al., 2013). We also propose three co-creation activities – co-design (Dietrich et 
al., 2016, 2017), co-production  (Zainuddin et al., 2013) and co-learning (Luca et al., 2016b) 
– based upon prior literature. In understanding the resources that can be integrated to foster 
value co-creation outcomes, which can take place at the meso level, social marketing 
organisations will better understand how to collaborate with other stakeholders, such as for-
profit organisations, and create improved value positions to consumers at the micro level of 
the social marketing eco-system.   
As this paper is conceptual in nature, empirical testing and validation is required. The 
framework, however, provides opportunities for future empirical studies. Specifically, the 
propositions proposed in this paper may serve as a basis for future social marketing studies. 
The conceptual framework presented in this paper makes no assumption of the importance of 
particular resources and co-creation activities, nor the different contexts and behaviours 
targeted in social marketing. Therefore, future social marketing research could seek to 
investigate if all resource dimensions and co-creation outcomes are equally important, and 
whether they are generalisable across different social marketing and for-profit collaborations. 
Furthermore, as this framework has leveraged off prior literature, it is likely that the nuances 
of the resource dimensions and co-creation outcomes are not yet fully explained. Future 
research should therefore seek to provide a more in-depth empirical understanding. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper has reflected on some of the major narrative arcs and the consequent behaviour of 
those engaged in social marketing that seek to work, or at least consider working, with the 
for-profit sector. The fact that the for-profit sector has a major influence on the behaviour of 
individuals and communities is not in dispute; the for-profit sector exerts a huge influence on 
most people on the planet. The negative impact on society that some sections of the for-profit 
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sector has is well documented and should form part of social marketing analyses and action 
plans.  Notwithstanding this, it is also clear that many for-profit organisations are engaged in 
a wide range of programmes that are aimed at promoting social value rather than just 
achieving economic value for the organisation.   It is also clear that many for-profit 
organisations wish to partner with, and make contributions to, social marketing programmes.  
In order to maximise the potential contribution of the for-profit sector to social 
marketing programmes it will be necessary to develop a more sophisticated eco-systems-
informed perspective of the many potential contributions that the for-profit sector can make 
to social marketing. The framework set out in this paper is intended to act as a helpful 
conceptual tool to aid future exploration of the contribution of the for-profit sector and also to 
help analyse the sector’s past and future contributions. As social marketers, we can choose to 
travel alone or to travel far; a mature engagement with for-profit organisations and the sector 
as a whole as travelling partners will allow us to travel further and faster towards enhanced 
social wellbeing.  
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